singular moderation. [. . .] What are we to say of man whose earliest writings attempted to revive a belief in fairies and whose favourite themes were legends of barbaric heroes with unpronounceable names, work which has been aptly and wittily descried as Chaff about Bran? 2 The defense attorney in Auden's imaginary debate tries a few mild rebuttals of these points, but with less verve and conviction. In 1939 Auden saw Yeats's ghost as a fussy and inept spectre, and yet (as the elegy suggests in a slightly noncommittal fashion) a figure of astonishing force, a river, a fountain in the heart's desert, a whole modality of event; even the bland glance at the thermometer at the opening ("O all the instruments agree / The day of his death was a dark cold day") can be interpreted either as the sign of a preference for objective fact over mythy nonsense, or as the symptom of desolation of the landscape from the master's death, as if Yeats were the Grail King from Eliot's The Waste Land. It is impossible to get a clear fix on Auden's attitude toward Yeats; one may feel that Auden scribbles mustaches on Yeats's face to defend himself from Yeats's overwhelming cultural authority. The whole elegy works at once to manifest Yeats's ghost and to exorcise it: even Auden's adoption, in the last part of the poem, of Yeats's almost-patented form of catalectic trochaic tetrameter suggests the power of the ghost to usurp the soul of his elegist. Auden ridicules Yeats's spooks, but seems determined to become a spiritmedium in spite of himself. Because "Under Ben Bulben," Yeats's tetrameter elegy to himself, was not published until February 1939, and then only in three Irish newspapers, the literary historian may feel a certain shiver that the ghost was trying to show itself forth simultaneously through the Irish Times and through Auden's empathic intelligence.
The ghost's next important apparition occurred around August 1942, when T. S. Eliot was writing drafts for the so-far unsatisfactory second part of "Little Gidding": Then, changing face and accent, he declared with another voice:
These events draw me back to the streets of the speech I learned early in life. I also was engaged in the battle of language. My alien people with an unknown tongue claimed me. I saved them by my effortsyou by my example: yet while I fought the darkness I also fought the light, striving against those who with the false condemned the true.
Those who have known purgatory here know it hereafter-so shall you learn when enveloped by the coils of the fiery wind, in which you must learn to swim. 3 The ghost goes on to say that his "spirit parted from the southern shore"-Yeats died in the south of France-and to add other details that tend to identify him with Yeats, though Yeats's name never appears. As air-raid warden Eliot moves through the dismantled streets of London, he seems to inhabit a purgatory that contains one and only one shade, as if Tradition had fined itself down to a sole Individual Talent, that of Yeats. Like Auden, Eliot seems eager to deface the mighty ghost: Eliot makes him confess that he fought the light as well as the darkness, as if his anarchic strength were so great that nothing whatever, good or bad, could stand before him. In
The Waste Land Eliot imagined a Thunder Word, DA, an utterance of such force that it might restore vitality to a slack exhausted culture; in "Little Gidding" Eliot imagines a Thunder
Speaker, a furious wraith who seems to energize and to destroy; to prophesy and to lacerate; to sustain, even if that sustenance has the bitter taste of shadow fruit. The ghost seems an abstract of the whole culture of the English language, in all its triumph and failure.
In both Auden's poem and Eliot's, the ghost is so intimate with the elegist that every excoriation of the ghost seems a form of self-excoriation. As Auden wrote many years later, Her heavy eyes Know nothing, or but look upon stone. The wind that blows out to sea Turns over the heaped-up leaves at her side; They rustle and diminish. 17 It is difficult to find any technical reason for declaring one passage freer than the other: each has irregular line lengths, and an iambic pulse unsteadied by extra syllables in odd positions; if anything, more wine spills out of Yeats's bowl than Pound's. As for Modernist fortuitousness, dependency on casual observation, we can even find a Yeats poem not far removed from "I am sitting in a chair, there are three dead flies on a corner of the ceiling":
The bees build in the crevices Of loosening masonry, and there The mother birds bring grubs and flies. My wall is loosening; 18 This is a somewhat unfair example, since Yeats instantly proceeds to take the scenery as a metaphor for his spiritual state, and the stanza concludes with a prayer:
honey-bees, Come build in the empty house of the stare. On the other hand, Baudelaire was also the poet of "Correspondences," which defines nature as a temple where living pillars utter confusing words-man passes through a forest of symbols that stare at him with an intimate gaze. This is the sonnet that gave an important push to the Symbolist movement. In fact, the tension in Baudelaire's aesthetic between the "transitory fleeting element" and "abstract and indefinable beauty"-between the city's detritus and Homer's Odyssey and Joyce's novel; but much of the pleasure lies in the bitonal clash, the discord between the two texts.
From a Symbolist point of view-from Yeats's point of view-the objective or realistic elements exist only as a sort of colorful wrapping paper that half-disguises, half-reveals, the bright ineffabilities within. As Thomas Carlyle put it in 1836, man's "Life is properly the bodying forth" of the Invisible, and "In a Symbol there is concealment and yet revelation" 22 ; as Jean Moréas put it in the Symbolist manifesto of 1886, Symbolic poetry, the enemy of "instruction, declamation, false sensibility, and objective description," seeks to clothe the Idea in a tangible form which will not be that poetry's object but which, while serving to express the Idea, will remain subordinate. Nor must the Idea itself be seen stripped of the sumptuous robes of external analogy; for the essential characteristic of symbolic art is never to go so far as the conception of the Idea in itself. Thus, in this art, neither scenes from nature nor human actions nor any other physical phenomena can be present in themselves: what we have instead are perceptible appearances designed to represent their esoteric affinities with primordial Ideas. Locke sank into a swoon; The Garden died; God took the spinning-jenny Out of his side. 33 Yeats discovers the gynoid not only in the spinning-jenny but also in The Waste Land's typist, whose verse-movement seems to him as mechanical as the gramophone she plays "with I once heard Sir William Crookes tell half a dozen people that he had seen a flower carried in broad daylight slowly across the room by what seemed an invisible hand. His chemical research led to the discovery of radiant matter, but the science that shapes opinion has ignored his other research that seems to those who study it the slow preparation for the greatest, perhaps the most dangerous, revolution in thought Europe has seen since the Renaissance, a revolution that may, perhaps, establish the scientific complement of certain philosophies that in all ancient countries sustained heroic art. 35 Crookes was the physicist who developed the cathode ray tube, by sending an electric current through rarefied air; the "radiant matter" mentioned by Yeats has nothing to do with radioactivity, but instead refers to a fourth state of matter, beyond solid, liquid, or gas, that Crookes (incorrectly) described. Crookes noticed that cathode rays caused certain substances to phosphoresce; and it seemed to Yeats that Crookes' scientific and psychic researches were converging-that ectoplasm was receiving a sort of public confirmation. Marinetti looked forward to an art of pure radiation: "The reception amplification and transfiguration of vibrations emitted by matter Just as today we listen to the song of the forest and the sea so tomorrow shall we be seduced by the vibrations of a diamond or a flower." 36 It is of course a long way from Madame Blavatsky to Marconi, and yet both Yeats and Marinetti hope for a poetry in which potent vibrations far beyond the visible spectrum would enter into the field of knowing.
During and just after the Great War, starting in the cabarets of Zurich and Berlin, the Modernist movement stared directly at its limits. How far could art go toward a radical attack on the assumptions that governed its own operation and reception? How far could art go toward a disengagment of itself from history, from canons of beauty, from the human mind itself? Here, in the world of Dada, artists performed experiments in dismembering art: Tristan Tzara, for example, generated poems by cutting up newsprint into individual words, mixing them in a hat, and pulling them out one by one. Here is the art that Yeats sets himself against, "All out of shape from toe to top"-indeed it had no purpose except to investigate the aesthetics of out-ofshape. And yet, from a certain point of view, the Dadaists were behaving like magicians, who have always looked for inspiration to random designs, the pattern of dregs in the bottom of teacups, the flight of birds, the twist of intestines, a word chosen by chance from Virgil or the Bible. Yeats's magic was purposive and consequential, unlike the magic of the Dadaists, but they were alike hoping for revelation from disordered fields or from the null set.
According to the mythology of Yeats's A Vision, personality types close to the full moon, then in the blank desert there appear complicated intra-ocular effects ("Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds") and in the center a vision, more virtual than actual, of a sphinxAntichrist, slouching "towards Bethlehem to be born." 44 Breton sought what he called convulsive beauty; and Yeats's poems often record both images of terrible beauty and the processes of imaginative convulsion that bring them into being.
Yeats differs from Breton in that his rigid stanza forms, his extraordinary syntactical control, impose a sort of discipline on the imaginative act. Yet sometimes that very discipline could impose a sense of the automatic. "Sailing to Byzantium" (1927) begins with a leisurely, somewhat loose stanza about Ireland's salmon falls and mackerel-crowded sees, but ends with a stanza in which the poet imagines himself transfigured after death into a golden bird-written in In the last year of his life, when Yeats decrying the out-of-shape-from-toe-to-top as loudly as he could, he was also experimenting more intently than ever before with seriously shapeless ways of writing, as in "High Talk" (1938), a poem about a stilt-walker:
All metaphor, Malachi, stilts and all. A barnacle goose Far up in the stretches of night; night splits and the dawn breaks loose; I, through the terrible novelty of light, stalk on, stalk on; Those great sea-horses bare their teeth and laugh at the dawn. 45 Yeats does not quite indulge in the slosh of images that André Breton could produce, but he comes close:
Ah, to take a bath, a bath of the Romans, a sand bath, an ass's milk sand bath. 47 One explanation of the origin of the word dada is that it is a child's word for hobby-horse; Yeats promotes the hobby-horse to a character in an apocalyptic farce.
It could be argued that Yeats's A Vision is the greatest of all Surrealist experiments.
Based on years and years of George Yeats's trances, in the form of both automatic writing and transcriptions of voices she uttered while she slept, A Vision ever falters in its attempts to rationalize the unrationalizable: the messages from the unconscious, or from beyond death, seem all the eerier because they exercise such strong resistance against interpretation. Breton's texts, by contrast, have a certain stressless feel, because Breton, a trusting man, rarely calls them into question. I have previously quoted some of the passages from A Vision that describe the failure of the human subject to constitute itself before the disorderliness, the defunction of things;
perhaps no Modernist text is more intimate with chaos.
The strenuous geometry of A Vision, with its diagrams of gyres and cones and midnight things, does not lessen the feel of chaos's hand at work. Nothing is more formless than arbitrary form: when the form imposed is the wrong form for the content, or when the content is such that any form would be the wrong form, then form does not serve to articulate or illuminate. Yeats deplores the arbitrary form he found in Cubist painting:
I feel in Wyndham Lewis's Cubist pictures an element corresponding to rhetoric arising from his confusion of the abstract with the rhythmical. Rhythm implies a living body, a breast to rise and fall, or limbs that dance, while the abstract is incompatible with life. 48 And yet, he repeatedly describes A Vision as an essentially Cubist book:
the whole philosophy was so expounded in a series of fragments which only displayed their meaning, like one of those child's pictures which are made up out of separate cubes, when all were put together. 49 This childishness is not something clumsy and immature, but the high childishness of High Modernism itself:
now that my system stands out clearly in my imagination I regard [the gyres] as stylistic arrangements of experience comparable to the cubes in the drawing of Wyndham Lewis and to the ovoids in the sculpture of Brancusi. 50 Yeats fights Modernism as hard as he could, only to find himself acknowledging that he was
Modernist to the marrow of his bones. But this paradox is itself typical, for the Modernist often travels a road as far as it will go, only to wind up in some exactly opposite place.
Notes
